The Growth & Demographics of Online Giving

Online giving is growing exponentially each year, from $250 million in 2000 to $4.5 billion in 2005 and more than $52 billion in 2010.  (The Network for Good formerly ePhilanthropy)
With the advent of Internet technology, it has become increasingly easier for analysts to track the demographics, patterns, and statistics of online givers.  This knowledge has allowed charities to develop successful fundraising campaigns – targeting specific groups, regions, and keywords to aid in donor conversions.
Roughly 89% of Americans give to charity in 2010 – totaling a generous 291 billion charitable dollars.  (Giving USA)
Those who give online are not new to giving, but they tend to be new to giving online.

In 2005, almost 96% of online givers indicated that they had consistently donated to charities offline through churches and nonprofit organizations, whereas giving online was a new avenue of exploration.  In 2010, only 78% of online givers made the same claim, indicating that 22% utilized the Internet or social media exclusively for charitable donations.  (The Generosity Index)
Online givers represent a new, younger demographic in the realm of philanthropy with little disparity between men and women.
Online givers are young, with men and women giving in roughly equal numbers (52% female / 48% male).  The median age of donors is 38, with the average between 39 and 40.  This is significantly younger than offline donors, who tend to be 60+ according to most studies. (Craver, Mathews, Smith & Company).

With insight into just “who” is giving online, charities can better interpret the patterns and behaviors of online donors and cater effective outreach campaigns that will have a stronger global impact.  Future technology will aid in analyzing, devising strategies and increasing donor conversion.

2010 Online Charitable Donations Analysis
(The following data has been parsed and compiled from a definitive study conducted by The Center on Philanthropy at Indiana University)
In 2010, U.S. individuals, corporations and foundations donated $290.89 billion to philanthropic causes.  Despite a gloomy economic backdrop, that figure represents 2% of American’s disposal income, and an inflation-adjusted 2.1 percent increase in charitable donations after two years of steep declines.  In a climate of tough economic choices, people still choose to give to charity.  They give to fewer organizations or they may temporarily decrease the amount of their donations, but they still give.
American annual charitable donations have grown from $120 billion in 1970 to just under $291 billion in 2010.  Adjusting for inflation, those gifts increased or held steady nearly every year for the past 40 years, the notable exceptions being 1987, 2008 and 2009.  
2010 saw a return to the historical norm.  Since the advent of statistical analysis of philanthropic spending in the mid-20th Century, charitable donations have consistently remained at or above 2 percent of the nation’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP).
Charitable Giving

Total estimated Charitable Giving in the United States rose 3.8 percent in 2010 (2.1 percent when adjusted for inflation).  All subsectors of charity posted an increase, with the exception of Human Services and Environmental/Animal-oriented causes. 
2010 Charitable Donations Total:  $290.89 billion

Giving by Individuals rose an estimated 2.7 percent (1.1 percent adjusted for inflation).

Donations Subtotal:  $211.77 billion
73% of Total

Charitable Bequests rose 18.8 percent (16.9 percent, adjusted).  58% of those estates claiming a tax deduction boasted a value of $20 million or more.

Donations Subtotal:  $22.83 billion

8% of Total

Giving by Foundation held steady, with family foundations providing approximately 48% funding of total grants.

Donations Subtotal:  $41billion

14% of Total

Corporate Giving rose an estimated 10.6 percent (8.8 adjusted for inflation), with pharmaceutical companies providing a lion’s share of this growth.

Donations Subtotal:  $15.29 billion
  
5% of Total
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Understanding Online Donors 

In December 2010, The Network for Good.org and True Sense Marketing released an analysis of online gifts made through the Network for Good platform—a charitable web portal that supplies a mechanism for online donations to 66,470 different nonprofits of varying sizes and types.  The Online Giving Study: A Call to Reinvent Donor Relationships examines 3.6 million gifts totaling $381 million made through charity Web sites, giving portals, and social networking sites by 1.879 million unique donors between 2003 and 2009.  

The vast majority—64 percent—of the donations in this study was given through charity websites. Another 26 percent was made through online giving portals, such as the Network for Good site and GuideStar, and 10 percent through social networking sites, such as Causes on Facebook, Change.org, and YourCause.

Further, donors who gave through online donation pages that looked like a unique component of a charity's website made larger gifts and were most likely to increase their contributions over time than donors who gave through generic pages not branded to specific charities. "The level of connection to an organization that a donor experiences online is directly tied to their likelihood of giving more—and more often," the study asserts. "... there's no excuse for not improving the online giving experience with the donors who do want a relationship. ... even a small nonprofit with limited resources can and should make meaningful connections with their donors online."

In other words, the paradigm that rules the world of business is just as vital in the realm of nonprofit.  Branding, familiarity and, of course, trust and reliability are the four cornerstones of customer –or in this case—donor conversion and retention.

Other Findings

· One in ten of the donors in this study gave recurring gifts, mostly monthly. "Recurring giving is a strong driver of donations," especially on charity websites.

· Charities often fail to follow up with donors who donate via giving portals.  A proprietary, branded site is essential.
· Online giving via giving portals and social networking sites aren't going away. On the contrary, "They are a valuable service to donors, and they're proliferating. They likely funnel gifts to organizations that wouldn't have received them otherwise."  Social networking is introducing a new and younger demographic to charities new and old, as well as the world of philanthropy at-large.
· Online giving spikes in December. One-third of online gifts for the year were made in December, and 22 percent of online gifts for the year were made on December 30 or 31. Between 2007 and 2009, December gifts were nearly 52 percent higher than donations made in other months. December giving is influenced by donors' relationships with charities.  (A December launch?)
· Online giving also spikes during disasters. The proportion of disaster-prompted donations made online has grown from 10 percent after 9/11 to more than 92% of all of the contributions for relief efforts in Haiti and Japan.  Despite suspicions of “charitable fatigue,” providing relief outside U.S. borders, donations remain robust.  Online donors after a disaster are more likely to consider giving to charities they haven't supported before, but are less likely to become long-term benefactors.
Discussion of online fundraising tends to focus on technology and its attendant bells and whistles.  But raising funds online is not about technology, any more than raising funds through the mail is about paper.  It's about the relationship between the nonprofit and the donor who wants to support its mission.
